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that is, harnessing moral energy in the ser-
vice of climate protection—and more
about the deepening of our humanity
when we reflect on climate injustices and
act according to our deepest moral sensi-
tivities independent of outcomes. I say
this not to invoke a kind of deontological
moral stance, but to acknowledge the
actualities of climate change. Currently,
there is no practical effort that seems
significant enough to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions to a safe level. Moreover,
climate change is not a puzzle with a
given solution set; it is a chronic challenge
that involves mitigation, adaptation,
and a type of soldiering through increas-
ing climate intensification and suffering.
It is a challenge, then, not simply of
aligning moral passion with particular
strategies but more generally one of
living in ways that are morally befitting a
climate age. That is, engaging morally
with climate change is not about creating
a particular result, but about taking a
necessary stand in the midst of an unfold-
ing tragedy.
No matter how much we try to mitigate
and adapt—and we should try hard—there
will still be unavoidable suffering. Recogniz-
ing this does not free us from moral behav-
ior, but instead inspires it. According to the
political theorist Leslie Thiele, environ-
mental challenges are ethical issues insofar
as they call on us to extend moral consider-
ation across space (to the poor and less for-
tunate who live “downstream”), time (to
future generations), and species (to the living
world beyond humans). We need to extend
such concern not because doing so will
solve a particular problem, but because it is
the right thing to do for those who feel the
pain of hurting others. It is not about instru-
mentality, but about becomingmore human.
—PAUL WAPNER
Paul Wapner is professor of global environmental
politics at American University. His most recent
book is Living through the End of Nature ().
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One of the virtues of International
Relations (IR) as a discipline is that it
periodically engages in bouts of reflection
upon its methods and directions. Daniel
Levine’s book is a contribution to this self-
reflective practice. Like P. T. Jackson’s
recent work, The Conduct of Enquiry,
Levine’s Recovering International Relations
seeks to acknowledge the diversity and
strengths of various approaches to the
study of IR and to simultaneously build
something constructive out of this plural-
ism—in other words, to be both critical of
the status quo and yet not reject it
altogether. Levine’s goal is to “recover”
IR’s original vocation, or calling, and to
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reinvigorate it via the idea of “sustainable
critique”—a project inspired by the work
of Theodor Adorno and the Frankfurt
School.
The Frankfurt School reference will no
doubt set off alarm bells for many main-
stream IR readers, given its association
with Marxism and historical materialism.
However, Levine’s use of Adorno is inspired
more by his later philosophical work rather
than his social-theoretical work. Levine
draws on Adorno to formulate an approach
to thinking about international relations that
is “chastening” and that seeks to continu-
ously reflect on the tendencies of theories
to engage in reification—that is, to mistake
theoretical constructions for the reality they
wish to conceptualize. His argument is that
while reification is inevitable in thought, it
can also be chastened by reflection and
comparison.
Such a process, he wants us to believe, is
necessary for the fulfillment of International
Relations’ vocation as a practical theoretical
discipline engaged in addressing the major
political and moral problems of our era.
For Levine, the vocation of IR is to generate
“practical theoretically informed expertise by
which to . . . build a cumulative reservoir of
knowledge for stewarding an increasingly
dense, heavily armed and persistently diverse
world, whether by the creation of new capa-
bilities, institutions or procedures” (p. ).
Levine’s book is therefore not an exercise
in Adorno exegesis, nor an attempt to
apply Frankfurt School critical theory to
International Relations. Readers looking for
another theory to add to their IR toolkit
will be disappointed. Instead, Levine’s goal
is to place the idea of a moral/ethical voca-
tion at the heart of the discipline and to
argue that the vocation requires inter-
national relations thinkers to approach
their own theorizing with a different attitude
or posture—one of humility and “sustainable
critique.”
It is not always clear what this term means
for Levine, but it seems to come closest to the
idea of reflexivity, which involves a sort of per-
manent questioning of all relevant concepts—
even the practice of reflexivity itself. This
permanent questioning (or, as the Frankfurt
School calls it, “immanent critique”) is not
the sort of dissidence/dissonance or posture
of eternal problematization that characterizes
poststructuralist approaches, though at times
it comes close; rather, it differs from such
approaches in its commitment to a positive
moral/ethical vocation for IR. At its core,
Levine’s purpose is to demonstrate sustain-
able critique by describing where it has
appeared throughout International Relations
(and then been disciplined or lost), where the-
orists have slipped into reification, or where
they havemerely paid lip service to reflexivity,
acknowledging their own limits. Levine
begins with a chapter on the “lost vocation”
of IR, followed by a chapter that traces the
roots of his idea of sustainable critique in
the work of Theodor Adorno—specifically
in Adorno’s attempt to grapple with the fail-
ures of the Enlightenment account of reason,
which he saw as culminating in Nazism and
the Holocaust.
The remainder of the book is largely
focused on seeking out the work of IR scho-
lars where such a critique has appeared but
then not been sustained, including in thewrit-
ings of Hans Morgenthau, K. W. Deutsch,
David Mitrany, Emanuel Adler, and even
Kenneth Waltz. All of these figures, it
seems, failed to carry through the practice of
critique or self-critique that they either
began or cautiously recognized in their own
work. For Levine, the promise of sustainable
critique occurs whenever an author acknowl-
edges the inherent limits of one’s own know-
ing and of one’s own theory. That is when one
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acknowledges that theory cannot simply map
or correspond to the world, and is always
inherently political and partial. Levine wishes
to incorporate that insight into all dimensions
of theory-building. His major argument is
that many IR scholars begin but do not sus-
tain that practice or, indeed, sometimes pur-
posefully shut it down.
It is hard to argue with the central claims
of this book. And its vision of a critically
reflexive discipline, more robust and sys-
tematic—and with a sustained reflection
on the relationship between norms, values,
and theory—can only be a good thing.
Indeed, it was certainly one of the major
claims to have emerged from the Third
Debate, at least as it was conducted on the
eastern side of the Atlantic, where critical
theory had a more distinctive voice. So, on
the whole, it is not hard to endorse the gen-
eral call and thrust of the book. Where pro-
blems emerge is more in its execution and
some of its more specific claims and read-
ings. There is no space to go into detail
here, but sufficient to say that some versions
of normative theory and some versions of
critical theory are more reflexive than
others, and some engage in more sustained
debate on the meaning of emancipation and
the purpose of theory than do others. Thus,
while I agree with Levine that some prac-
titioners of critical IR take their reflexivity
only so far, and not “all the way down,”
others, such as Anthony Burke or R. B. J.
Walker, are closer to his model than he
gives them credit for.
Furthermore, while Levine may be cor-
rect to argue that most IR scholars are
informed by a vocation to make the world
a better place, and that such a vocation is
apparent in both social scientific and
normative approaches to IR, I am not so
sure. Those who operate in the social scien-
tific mode are necessarily limited in their
reflexivity by virtue of their commitment
to a fact/value distinction and a value-free
social science. Additionally, the differences
among scholars regarding precisely what
the vocation of IR is are possibly more
important than Levine is prepared to
admit. That is to say, Levine does not
demonstrate sufficiently that there is a
shared vocation in IR, nor that it is what
he claims it is, that is, the stewarding of
the international realm. Indeed, his charac-
terization of the discipline parallels the
thinking of many Western, North Atlantic
humanist scholars, who see their position
as ultimately one from which power ema-
nates, in an environment where the idea
of stewarding seems a natural phenom-
enon. To be sure, Levine’s perspective is
not inconsistent with a dialogue about the
“ends” and purposes that IR might have.
Nevertheless, he seems more concerned
with how we theorize than why.
Above all, however, the book falls short
of its aim because it appears unable to
show us what sustainable critique looks
like. The concluding chapter is meant to
give us some insight into how sustainable
critique might work in relation to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but it is strange-
ly inconclusive and something of an anticli-
max. This suggests that if Levine himself
cannot do it, perhaps it might be an unat-
tainable ideal. A more generous interpret-
ation, however, might look to the words of
Robert Browning: Ah, but a man’s reach
should exceed his grasp, Or what’s a heaven
for?
—RICHARD SHAPCOTT
Richard Shapcott is a senior lecturer in Inter-
national Relations at the University of Queens-
land, Brisbane, Australia. His most recent book
is International Ethics: A Critical Introduction
().
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